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The Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) emerged as the big winner in
El Salvador's midterm elections on March 16, nearly doubling the number of seats it controls in
the legislature and more than tripling the mayoralties held by the party. The governing Alianza
Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) is still the single strongest party in the country, but it lost a
substantial percentage of its legislative seats and mayoralties. Meanwhile, the biggest loser in the
elections was the Partido Democrata Cristiana (PDC), which dropped to a distant fourth place in
electoral strength. A total of thirteen parties ran candidates in the elections, which contested all 84
seats in the Legislative Assembly and 262 mayoralties around the country (see NotiCen, 02/20/97).
The FMLN won a total of 27 legislative seats, almost a 100% increase compared with the 14 seats it
held prior to the election. It also won 48 mayoralties, up from the 13 it won in 1994. And, in addition
to the mayor's posts it won outright, the FMLN gained control of six more mayoralties where it ran
in coalition with other leftist parties, placing a total of 54 mayor's offices under direct FMLN control
or influence. Particularly noteworthy, the party won the mayoral race in San Salvador, where it ran
in a coalition with the Convergencia Democratica (CD) and the Movimiento de Unidad (MU).
The mayor's seat in the capital is considered the country's most important political post after the
presidency. San Salvador mayors have frequently gone on to win the presidency, including current
President Armando Calderon Sol, who held the mayor's post from 1989-1994. The FMLN also won
the mayoralties of most of the working class suburbs and satellite cities that surround San Salvador.
About one-fifth of the country's 5.8 million people live in the capital and the greater metropolitan
area, giving the FMLN substantial political influence in the country. "The electorate has sent a clear
message to President Calderon Sol's administration," said Hector Silva, the San Salvador mayorelect. "There is a new correlation of forces in the country. The administration will have to give up its
authoritarian style and negotiate government policies with the opposition."
ARENA's election losses spur fierce internal party debate
For its part, although ARENA is still the strongest party in the country, its representation in the
Assembly and in local government has plunged as a result of the elections. ARENA won only 28
legislative seats, down from 39 in the current Assembly, and it lost more than 50 mayor's offices,
dropping from 207 to 164 mayoralties. At first, ARENA's leadership adamantly denied that the
election results reflected any significant change in voter preferences. According to ARENA president
Gloria Salguero, few, if any, ARENA supporters switched their votes to the FMLN. Rather, many
ARENA supporters "abstained" from voting, she said, because of "excessive confidence" that the
governing party would win the elections anyway.
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Indeed, less than 45% of the 2.6 million registered voters actually went to the polls on election day,
compared with about 55% in the 1994 general elections. As a result, about 235,000 people who had
voted in 1994 stayed home this time around. ARENA also claimed that the FMLN did not increase
its support at the polls. Rather, FMLN gains were allegedly the direct result of abstention by ARENA
supporters.
"There was no increase whatsoever in the number of votes that went to the opposition," said
Salguero on March 17. "In fact, the ballots cast for the opposition actually dropped by about 50,000."
Nevertheless, when the Tribunal Supremo Electoral (TSE) released the final results on March 26, it
showed a net increase of about 82,000 votes for the FMLN compared with 1994. That party received
nearly 370,000 votes this time around, up from 288,000 in 1994, a 28% jump. The FMLN took about
33% of the valid votes cast in the elections, statistically tying ARENA, which received about 33.5%.
The election results have spurred a fierce internal debate in ARENA, with the party's youth section
(Juventud Republicana de ARENA) now demanding substantial changes in the party directorate
and a thorough reevaluation of government policies. In late March, Calderon Sol's Cabinet began
closed- door sessions to analyze the election results and draw up a "24-month plan" of government
to prepare ARENA for the next general elections in 1999. A Cabinet shake-up is expected. Rumors
abound that the head of the Central Bank and the Ministers of Finances and the Interior will be
asked to step down in response to widespread demands for more effective government efforts to
spur economic growth and fight poverty and crime.

PDC big loser at the polls
Although ARENA suffered substantial losses, the PDC was the biggest loser in the elections. That
party which dominated the country's political landscape throughout the 1980s lost a whopping
146,000 votes compared with the 1994 elections. The number of PDC ballots dropped from 240,000
three years ago to less than 94,000 in the latest elections. As a result, the number of congressional
seats held by the party plummeted from 18 in the current legislature to just seven in the new
Assembly, which will be sworn in on May 1. In fact, the PDC has now fallen to a distant fourth
place in electoral strength, behind the Partido de Conciliacion Nacional (PCN), which, in contrast,
experienced a major political comeback in the elections.
The PCN, which dominated El Salvador during the military governments of the 1970s, had become
nearly insignificant by the early 1990s, winning just four Assembly seats in 1994. In the latest
elections, however, the PCN won a total of 11 seats in the legislature, making it the third-largest
congressional bloc

First pluralist legislature in recent history
Given the sharp drop in ARENA's congressional representation, combined with the FMLN's huge
increase in legislative seats, the new Assembly is expected to become a forum for debate among
diverse ideological tendencies for the first time in the country's history. Until now, ARENA and its
allies held an absolute majority in the legislature, allowing the governing party to impose policies
through its control of the executive and the legislative branch. In the new Assembly, however, even
if ARENA and the rightist PCN were to combine their votes on bills, they would still fall short of a
majority, forcing ARENA to negotiate initiatives with the other centrist and leftist parties.
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Moreover, the FMLN is now in a position to negotiate majority support for bills that are opposed
by ARENA. For example, the opposition parties are expected to pass a law to pardon 100% of
outstanding debts held by small and medium- sized farmers who benefitted from the agrarian
reform of the 1980s, an initiative that has been blocked until now by ARENA. Apparently, the PCN,
the PDC, and most of the smaller parties in the Assembly support the bill. Reforms to the electoral
system, which had also been blocked by ARENA prior to the March 16 elections, will likely be
rapidly passed by the opposition parties. A series of "irregularities" during the past elections have
revived debate on the issue.
Among other things, the country's voter rosters are expected to be completely updated, since major
errors in the current lists blocked thousands of voters from casting ballots on March 16. It is unclear,
however, whether the FMLN will be able to muster the necessary support to block the government's
privatization program or lower taxes, such as the value-added tax (impuesto al valor agregado,
IVA), both of which it promised to do during the campaign. But its determination to pursue those
initiatives in the new Assembly has raised much concern in the country's private sector.
"It would be a major error to interrupt the privatization program or other initiatives aimed at
modernizing the state," warned Roberto Vilanova, president of the Asociacion Nacional de la
Empresa Privada (ANEP). "All political parties, including the FMLN, must realize that the country
needs to prepare itself to compete in the emergent global economy. With the outcome of the
elections, the FMLN has acquired newfound political influence. It must now demonstrate its
ability to propose viable solutions to the country's problems." [Sources: Spanish news service EFE,
03/06/97, 03/13/97, 03/18/97; Notimex, 02/18/97, 03/06/97, 03/13/97, 03/15/97, 03/16/97, 03/26/97; New
York Times, 03/15/97, 03/26/97; Reuter, 02/21/97, 03/08/97, 03/09/97, 03/13/97, 03/16/97, 03/17/97,
03/21/97, 03/22/97, 03/24/97, 03/27/97; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 03/03/97, 03/09/97, 03/15-18/97,
03/20-23/97, 03/25-27/97, 03/31/97, 04/01/97]
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